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The threat of bioterrorism has had
a recent airing in the UK with radio
adverts calling for volunteers to
test a new anthrax vaccine. But
even if the threat is relatively minor
in comparison to real and possible
natural disasters such as AIDS or
influenza, its presence in political
and public debate implies that the
scientific community has to deal
with it in some way. In November
2003, the Wellcome Trust, Britain’s
largest research charity and a
funder of potentially dangerous
research such as sequencing of
the Yersinia pestis genome,
presented a position statement on
the threat of bioterrorism. The
paper highlighted the risk
management and quality control
measures already implemented in
the selection processes that
precede both funding and
publication of research.
With growing awareness of ‘dual
use’ science and its possible use
for bioweapons, funders, editors
and peer reviewers should be able
to provide efficient control even
within the existing framework. The
Trust therefore came to the
conclusion that the dissemination
of scientific information should be
self-regulated, and not
constrained by governments.
This self-regulation requires
awareness of bioweapons security
within the scientific community.
Moreover, politicians and the
public need to be convinced that
the community is dealing with the
issue. Hence, the Trust combined
its efforts with those of the Royal
Society (Britain's academy of
science), to start a process that
would both raise awareness and
kick-start communication. Last
month, the two organisations held
a joint one-day discussion
meeting under the title ‘Do no
harm? Reducing the potential for
the misuse of life science
research’. Professor Julia Higgins,
Vice President of the Royal
Society, said that the meeting
served to clarify “whether it is
possible to monitor the flow of
information into the public domain
without unduly hindering scientific
progress.”
Among more than 50
researchers who attended the
meeting, both of these concerns,
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education, via responsible
research practice, through to the
publication of results and
communication with politicians
and the public. Wellcome Trust
chief executive Mark Walport
emphasized the strength of the
existing framework of controls in
the research funding process,
which at the Trust includes peer
review, a Standing Advisory Group
on Ethics (SAGE), and the
managerial and administrative
support of the host institution.
And yet, the current climate of
globalised fear demands that
something must be done.
Educating students in the
scientific disciplines about
weapons conventions and the
dangers of misuse is certainly a
consensus point.
While neither the Royal Society
nor the Wellcome Trust are
directly involved in education,
Julia Higgins said that the society
will use its contacts with UK
universities to push for an
awareness-raising move.
Furthermore, both organisations
will try to communicate the
scientists’ views on the bioterror
threat to the government and the
wider political and media scene.
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were fairly balanced. On the one
hand, examples of recent research
were brought up which in the
wrong hands could be turned into
dangerous weapons. A highly
controversial case in point is a
publication of Australian
researchers who, by insertion of
only one gene, enabled an animal
pox virus to overcome both
genetic resistance and
immunization. While the original
publication did not mention any
possible implications for other
species, the popular press
brought up the possibility that a
similar manipulation might turn
human smallpox virus into a
pathogen that might turn out not
just deadly but also invincible. 
However, even when faced with
the potential threat of an invincible
virus, most researchers at the
meeting upheld the freedom and
indeed the necessity to publish
such findings, as long as the
scientific merit and potential
usefulness justifies it. While
scientific publications are
routinely ‘censored’ both by
quality and ethics criteria,
censorship on the grounds of
potential misuse was generally
dismissed as pointless, as any
new discovery that is being kept
secret might be made again by
other, less scrupulous
researchers. Moreover, the
terrorist threat depends mainly on
the number of people desperate
enough to risk large-scale attacks.
Anybody ready and willing to
commit an atrocity can choose
from a range of readily available
low-tech tools and weapons.
The damage of censorship itself
would be just as formidable as the
danger it would aim to prevent. As
virologist Robin Weiss (University
College London) pointed out, an
early ban of any work on
genetically manipulated pox
viruses would have robbed us of
several important achievements,
including improvements in
smallpox vaccines and the
eradication of rabies in Western
Europe.
So if censorship doesn’t help,
what does? Red Cross
representative Robin Coupland
called for “joined-up thinking” in
science and politics, combining
efforts ranging from science
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Maurice Wilkins:
1916–2004
Maurice Wilkins, who shared a
Nobel Prize for the discovery of
DNA’s structure, died last month
aged 87. Wilkins was still
associated with King’s College
London, where he had worked
since 1946.
Many years after his colleagues,
James Watson and Francis Crick,
had published their recollections of
the momentous events leading up
to the publication of the famous
Nature paper on the structure of
DNA in 1953, Wilkins produced his
autobiography only last year (see
the review by Walter Gratzer,
Breaking The Silence Curr. Biol. 13,
R945-R946).
The title billed him as ‘The Third
Man of the Double Helix’. Wilkins’
fellow 1962 prize winners, often
won more plaudits for their
realisation that the DNA molecule
forms a double helix.
But Wilkins’ research provided
the proof that Watson and Crick
needed to back up their theory
about DNA’s structure. He
pioneered a technique which can
reveal the molecular structure of
biological material such as
collagen or DNA.
Wilkins worked on the DNA
project with Rosalind Franklin, who
took the X-ray photograph that
gave Watson and Crick their key
insight. He then spent almost 10
years rigorously verifying that
breakthrough.
During the Second World War,
Wilkins had worked briefly on the
Manhattan Project. He made
improvements to the process that
separated radioactive atoms of
uranium from its more stable
isotope. Later in life he was
extremely active in the Campaign
for Nuclear Disarmament, and
became founding president of the
British Society for Social
Responsibility in Science.
Lord May of Oxford, President of
the Royal Society said: “Wilkins,
working with Rosalind Franklin,
used a technique called X-ray
crystallography to investigate the
molecular structure of DNA and
found that the long chains of DNA
were arranged in the form of a
double helix. Watson and Crick
then used this data to show that
the organic bases of DNA were
paired in a specific manner in the
intertwined helices.”
“While Watson and Crick have
rightly been recognised across the
world for their contribution, the
roles of Wilkins and Franklin, which
were crucial, have not always been
fully acknowledged outside the
scientific community,” he says.
But Wilkins “will always be
remembered for the part he played
in discovering the structure of
DNA,” says May.
“Professor Wilkins was a
towering figure, one of the greatest
scientists of the twentieth century
and a man of immense humility,”
says Rick Trainor, Principal of
King’s College London.
